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Abstract
This paper reports on an investigation of mother-child interaction during shared home-reading sessions with specific reference
language skills. Of particular interest was the
type of questions asked, literal and referential question, and how these questions helped the child to participate in 
conversation at complex, inferential levels. Findings showed that there were differences in the discourse of mother-child 
shared reading sessions between mothers of different level of education.
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1. Introduction
Recent studies have referred to the different aspects of mother-
of their language skills [1; 2; 3]. At the pinnacle of such discussions stands one particular issue: the
use of questions. The infamous methods of questioning have become one of the most powerful methods in the 
dialogic discourse during the home-reading sessions. It is beneficial, can be used in almost any part of the reading 
sessions, and stands as the yardstick of whether the shared reading sessions are interesting or not. In addition,
McNeil [4] ons, experiences and opinions. On the other 
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hand, these questioning methods are rarely brought into focus since the interactions between mother and child are 
usually spontaneously happening. In a mother-child interaction, the mother often attempts to use literal questions 
[5] argue that 
mothers should use both literal and inferential questions as to make the children familiar with the structure of 
written discourse and general knowledge. This study explores the relationship between the types of questions 
asked during the mother-
educational background through the analysis of the transcriptions done from the real home reading sessions. 
2. Context 
For the past several months, we have observed the mother-child interactions in multiple shared reading 
sessions to examine the complex interplay of interactions between the mother, text and child. Over this time, we 
have also observed that the use of questions has increased the interest of the children, influencing them to give 
opinions not only of the materials read but also of the general knowledge outside the context of the reading 
materials. The use of questions has been both guiding and driving the chi
critically. Using interviews with the mothers and children and observations collected from four shared reading 
sessions of each mother-child pair, we explore the ways that deliberate use of questioning techniques impacts 
inferential questions influences reactions given by the children in terms of language used and opinions generated. 
In contrast, literal questions prompt children to give only the information that is known to them without much 
effort of thinking [4]. 
3. Theory in Review 
Definitions 
Multiple definitions of literal and inferential questions exist in the literature. Long and Sato [6] defined 
inferenti  described certain 
Kintsch & Kintsch [8] noted that in order for the students to answer inferential questions, they should have the 
ability to apply the prior knowledge that they possess. On the other hand, McNeil [4] classified literal questions 
[9] illustrated that literal 
questions do not help students produce extended turns of talk. The current study focuses primarily on the types of 
level. Additionally, the 
question type opens the doorway to larger discussions about the impacts it gives towards the participation of the 
children during the shared reading sessions with the mothers. For this particular research, we see the different 
types of questions given by mothers with and without tertiary education. The types of questions asked can 
[10] This allows for the study of not only the effects questions give to the children but how questions can be used 
 
 
Questions and the Shared Reading Sessions 
 
Scholars generally agree that questioning techniques during shared reading sessions are beneficial and that 
[4] 
thoughts, reasons, experiences and opinion. Asking questions during reading sessions are sometimes happening 
unconsciously but the main thing that the parents need to learn is how and when to ask questions to check the 
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rials. Using questions thrown to the 
children may not actually mean that the parents are testing the children or the parents really want to know the 
answers; the purpose is to draw some kind of views taken from the children as sometimes children would have 
the parents are unaware of the different types of questioning techniques existed, namely referential and display 
questions [6], the techniques are actually already being used and practiced by the parents. For instance, parents 
like to ask questions as simple as asking the title of the book, just to let the children know that the session is 
starting and making them a little attentive towards the activity. Indeed, more complicated questions prompt 
children to reflect their own thinking. This kind of questions asked by parents can enhance the ability of the 
children to relate what they get from the reading sessions to the real life [11]. While the notion of questioning is 
common to academics, the techniques themselves are still foreign to parents; so they should have a clear idea of 
the ef
often not explicitly structured whether display questions should be asked first before referential questions or vice 
versa or which type of questions should be asked more, but the bottom line is parents asking children with the 




3.1 Data Collection 
 
This research project uses multiple methods, all of which have been generated to observe children  audio-
visual materials, observations and interviews. The data gathered explored the parent-child verbal interactions, in 




The home reading sessions of the participants were video-taped during all the visits. The interactions 
between the parents and children were observed. The video-taped materials showed how the parents practise the 
home reading concept with the children. This enabled us to explain whether the practices can contribute to the 




The researchers observed the interactions between the parent and child during the home reading sessions. To 
be specific, the researchers looked at the verbal communications between them. In terms of verbal 
communications, some of the observations made were repeating words, asking questions, exchanging information 
and clarifying doubts based on the contents of the books read. The researchers looked at these aspects in the 




At the end of the home reading sessions during the final visit, the parents and children were interviewed 
asking their views and thoughts on home reading. The questions could also give the researchers the answers to 
how  by whom. 
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Participants 
 
The participants of this study were four pairs of parents and children where the parents were from two 
different educational backgrounds. Two of them hold a degree and the other two do not have a degree. The 
children were between the ages of five and seven. Two of them were girls and the other two were boys. The 
parents who conducted the home reading sessions were the mothers. The details are shown in Table 1. 
 
Table 1: The participants of the study 
 
THE PARENT EDUCATIONAL 
BACKGROUND 
 




Mother Non-degree 7 Male  
Mother Non-degree 7 Female 
Mother Degree 6 Female  
Mother  Degree  5 Male 
 
3.2 Data Analysis 
 
All collected data were analyzed qualitatively, including that of the interviews. The audio-visual materials on 
the home reading sessions were reviewed and transcribed so that the interactions between the parent and child 
were seen clearly. The researchers had someone qualified to transcribe all the video-taped home reading sessions. 
Nevertheless, the researchers explained to the person what she needed to pay attention to during the listening. 
When the transcripts were ready, the researchers watched and listened to the video-taped sessions again to 
recheck, just in case there were details accidentally excluded in the first version of the transcripts. 
The data collected from the observations were also analyzed to see the interactions between the parent and 
child. The interview sessions were then analyzed and studied to identify not only their concerns that were faced 
during the sessions but also their perspective on home reading. The researchers moved deeper and deeper into 
understanding the data and made an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data.  
The researchers did some compare and contrast of the audio-visual, observation and interview data as part of 
the triangulation attempts. This was important because it can chart out and can particularly give meanings of the 
view. The participants would be specifically 
asked in the interview session when there were some interactions that they did during the parent-child reading 
which needed explanation and clarification by the researchers. 
4. Results / Discussion 
RQ1: In what ways do the interactions, mainly the types of questions, with the children differ among the parents 
of different educational backgrounds? 
 
From the observation that was done, it is seen that the differences between the interaction of the degree and 
non-degree parents are the mothers being earnest in giving additional information to the children and they asked 
children using open-ended questions. As in Table 2, it was found that the mothers with a degree frequently 
clarify, elaborate and translate the contents of the books to their children throughout the reading sessions. They 
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general knowledge and also could boost their interest in knowing new things through reading. In addition, the 
children will be more confident and proud when they know any new information given by the mothers as well as 
when they get new knowledge from their readings. 
 



















Yang ni bapak bear, ni mak bear, ni 
 
(This one is the Papa Bear, this is the 







Bear yang biasa badan dia besar, kaki 
dia gemuk, pendek, muncung dia 
  




















Dia kata burung ni jalan-jalan, kaki dia 





Andersen, H. C. (2000). The Ugly Duckling. Esther M. Bjoland  
 
As for the non-degree mothers, in Table 3, they did clarify, elaborate and translate the contents of the books 
but the frequency of them doing this was low. They focused more on the reading as they wanted the children to 
read correctly. Even when they clarified things to the children, they seemed unsure about the clarification. 
Translation for them was only centred on word translation, not the translation for the whole sentence. They 
assumed that the children understood when there were no questions asked by the children. 
 
 





















(I guess it is the factory to make 
 
Clarifying 
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Galdone, P. (2000). The Little Red Hen. New York: Clarion Books. 
 
 
Generally speaking, the type of questions asked by mothers with degree is the referential questions. The 
mothers tend to ask open-ended questions as to give the children chances to speak more and to think more. This 
type of questions leads the children to be more creative and imaginative in answering questions. Table 4 shows 
some examples of how the mothers with degree interact with their children. 
 


















Rasanya sakit tak kalau jatuh macam 
tu? Kalau jatuh macam tu, apa kita nak 
buat? 
(Do you think it hurts to fall like that? If 






Kalau sakit macam tu, mesti nangis, 
basuh luka, kalau tak, nanti darah 
  















Aiman rasa kat dalam telur ke kat luar 
telur yang lagi besar? 
(Where do you think has a bigger space? 











Rasanya apa anak duck tu rasa bila dia 
kat luar telur? 
(What do you think the duckling feels 






(It feels  
 
Responding 
Andersen, H. C. (2000). The Ugly Duckling.  
327 Asliaty Atim and Zairus Norsiah Azahar /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  66 ( 2012 )  321 – 329 
One reason the mothers without degree did not ask open-ended questions is because they did not want the 
reading sessions to be dragged for more than 45 minutes. They did not want the children to be bored with the 
sessions. In addition, they always stressed on the reading perfection of the children rather than having reading 
discussion with them. Table 5 demonstrates the evocative technique of the mothers without degree. 
 













12 December 2010 
 
(What is a nest?)  
Evocative Technique 







Jacobs, J. (2000).   
 
That is, as much as they thought that the questions have led the children to speak more, the mothers without 
degree expressed hesitancy when it came to exercising such open-ended questions during home reading. This 
leads to the responses to our second research question.    
 
RQ2: What concerns arise when parents of different educational backgrounds do home reading with the children? 
children was answered through the analysis of the interview sessions with the mothers at the end of the third visit 
to each home. 
 
Asking questions aim to guide the children to understand more about the books that they read. The focus 
from the observation would represent how the mothers and children interact with each other during the reading 
sessions, when there is any question asked, how the children answer or elaborate based on the contents or outside 
the context of the story read, in regards to answering the research question. 
 
The mothers with degree generally used inferential questions throughout the reading sessions. This definitely 
the children to speak more because for them in order for the children to answer such questions, they have to think 







As for the mothers without degree, since they are focusing on the reading perfection, they tend to forget to 
ask questions throughout the reading sessions. Actually, they did ask questions, but the questions that they asked 
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are more of the literal questions type. Their concern was more on finishing the sessions so that the children know 
end the sessions fast. Another reason is that the mothers did not want the children to be distracted to other stuff 




                                                                                          
 
It can be said that throughout the reading sessions that they had, the mothers focused on the input that the 
children get from the sessions. Corrections were made to teach the children the correct pronunciation of words. 
Even if there was no correction made by the mothers, they would model the reading with the hope the children 
would  
 
-budak ni, harap nya dia ikut la, dia ingat, nanti bila-  




It was also found that the mothers were concerned with whether what they have been doing so far was the 
best practice for home reading. Next was whether the way they read to the children contributed to the 
development of the reading interest of the children. This was because, none of them had any formal training on 
home reading. Only one of the mothers, Mother 4, read a lot about home reading online. Still, she was not 
confident that she has been doing the right way up to this point. 
The concern that the parents have stated earlier when doing home reading with the children was the input 
that the children get from the sessions. The mothers wanted the children to be able to read fluently and get the 
most out of the reading sessions held. Unfortunately, it was seen that some children tackled this activity from a 
different angle. What happened was that they did get involved in the reading sessions but they might have taken 
some advantages from the mothers, making the reading sessions a little pointless. This is because, at the end, the 
mothers read more than the children did. According to Jacobs & Tunnel [10], parents who encourage their 
children to read nightly at home with them can motivate the children to read on their own when they grow older. 
However, the opposite happened maybe because the mothers wanted the reading to be perfect and the reading 
sessions to end fast and the children had trouble reading and made that excuse not to read but wanted the mothers 




This qualitative study attempted to find out the verbal interactions, especially on the question types, between 
parent and child when they engage in home reading and to go deep into 
during the reading sessions. The findings obtained from the audio-visual materials and interviews suggested that 
parents find home reading to be a useful activity that contributes to child literacy. The children who are exposed 
to reading with parents came out with new knowledge on vocabulary, improvement in pronunciation and 
exposure to various reading genres. Moreover, children given the opportunity to experience home reading 
become better readers that led to learning new things about the language used as well as adding their general 
knowledge as a whole.  
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Even with the children being distracted once in a while, it can be seen that they still were able to participate 
actively in the reading sessions. Every parent and child had the freedom to interact with each other and voice out 
their thoughts, ideas and opinions about the stories read as that was how the verbal interactions were led to. 
Though the presence of a video camera and the researchers made the participants uncomfortable at first, it did not 
fail the researchers from getting the participants to have their reading sessions done for the study and to be as 
natural as possible just like the sessions that they always have. 
In conclusion, it was found out that home reading might be the answer to the child literacy as children get to 
be engaged in reading in enhancing their reading skills and participate even more effectively with the parents 
during the reading sessions. As Waldbart & Meyers [12] stated in their st
possibilities and exposure to the parents out there to at least do something to contribute to the readiness for school 
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